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Abstract
This article documents findings, from one of the first studies in this field of research, considering young people with Additional Support Needs’ use of the internet and how this might contribute to the development of identity and social connectedness. Six focus groups, including 36 young people with Additional Support Needs (aged 13–18) were completed. Transcribed group discussions were analysed using Framework Analysis. Two themes were developed: ‘Identity and Connectedness’ and ‘Issues related to Risk’. The theme ‘Identity and Connectedness’ is detailed in the current article and encompassed three sub-themes (implicit belonging, explicit belonging and competence). The use of the internet by adolescents in the current study appears to allow the young people to engage in activities which support the development of identity, competence and a sense of connectedness and belonging within a social
network, essential to healthy development and psychological well-being and areas that may present a challenge for this population in offline environments. Findings also indicate a need to consider how best to support this group, in relation to understanding the role of supervision, the range of cognitive ability within this population and additional social pressures, which may impact on safe and effective internet use and this populations’ ability to take full advantage of what the internet has to offer.
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1. Introduction	
There has been rapidly growing interest in the use of the internet by many different groups of people, including children and adolescents. A survey conducted involving 25142 young people in 25 European countries found that 93% of 9-16 year olds were using the internet at least weekly and that 60% were online almost every day (Livingstone, Haddon, Görzig & Ólafsson, 2011). 
Some work has attempted to provide an overview of the types of activities young people engage in online. These include support with schoolwork, playing games, messaging, posting images and searching for health related information (Borsekowski & Rikert, 2001; Kanuga & Rosenfeld, 2004; Ólafsson, Livingston & Haddon, 2013). Young people with a range of special needs are reported to be using the internet in similar ways to children and adolescents without additional needs (Del-Manso, Bailey, Hughes, Findlater & Findlater, 2011). Didden, Scholte, Korzilius, De Moor, Vermeulen, O’Reilly and Lancioni (2009) reported that 67% of their sample of participants with intellectual and developmental disabilities made use of the MSN networking site: 57% played online games, 30% used the internet for educational purposes, 28% made use of a web-cam, 27% put information about themselves onto the internet and 24 % chatted to others on various websites. Despite these figures, researchers have identified continued gaps in the literature with regards to what activities young people in the mainstream population are involved in online and how they may reap the benefits. In addition, it has been reported that there is currently more research on risk and harm than on opportunities and benefits of internet use by young people (Ólafsson et al., 2013; Livingstone & Smith, 2014).
1.1 Possible Benefits of Internet Use
The possibility of the internet being used as a platform to develop a sense of identity, competence and social connectedness has been suggested (Greenhow & Robelia, 2009; Köbler, Riedl, Vetter, Leimeister & Kremar, 2010; Lee, 2009; Lenhart, Simon & Graziano, 2001; Turkle, 1999; Valkenburg & Peter, 2009; Zhao, Grasmuck & Martin, 2008). In recent years, people have become part of a wider range of social groups facilitated by the internet (The Social Issues Research Centre, 2007). Children and young people spend large amounts of time on social networking sites, such as Facebook (Livingstone & Brake, 2010), where they can experiment with self-expression and presentation by designing a profile page to display what they want others to know about themselves (Slater, 2002; Williams & Merten, 2008). In addition, opportunities for learning and developing competencies online have been proposed for both child and adult populations (Lenhart et al., 2001; Gray, 2004; Greenhow & Robelia, 2009). This can include learning new skills to make use of advances in technology (Greenhow & Robelia, 2009) as well as developing offline skills within an online forum, such as social competence and using the internet to support academic development (Lenhart et al., 2001). 
Further to this, there has been some suggestion that certain offline environments may not function in the best way to support young people effectively at certain developmental stages. Eccles (1999) considers the secondary education environment, where focus is placed on school performance and discipline at a time when adolescents are making social comparisons and trying to exert independence as part of normal development. Eccles comments that this particular environment may not be well suited to allow adolescents to move easily through this stage. It may be therefore, that what young people cannot find in their offline environments, they are looking for online. There is current debate within the literature, however, as to whether the use of the internet to develop a sense of identity, competence and connectedness is linked to positive or negative outcomes. 
1.1.1 Identity Development
The development of a personal identity is considered to be a key task of adolescence (Kroger, 2007; Eccles, 1999). A number of theories are discussed within the literature; however Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development (1963) has been a particularly influential model describing identity formation and its impact on adolescent emotional development (Cantor, 2013). Erikson proposed that identity development involves the individual passing through a number of stages, during each of which a conflict must be overcome. Within adolescence this stage involves the conflict between identity and role confusion; where the individual must establish who they are within a range of contexts (Kroger, 2007). Difficulties in the successful achievement of identity can result in a range of consequences including emotional, intellectual and interpersonal problems (Eccles, 1999; Cantor, 2013). 
A different perspective is taken by theorists who consider that the process of social learning is an important factor in identity development. Wenger (1998) introduced the concept of ‘communities of practice’, which describes the process of learning taking place within a social group. The individual’s membership within this group then also leads to the development and modification of their own identity. 
Findings vary with regards to the potential benefit of the internet to support identity development (Masalin & Moore, 2004). Valkenburg and Peter (2008) describe the ‘identity-affected self-concept unity hypothesis’, which comprises two possible opposing outcomes. The pessimistic standpoint hypothesises that identity experiments online will result in individuals feeling less sure of themselves and therefore hindering the process, potentially resulting in poorer outcomes. Others argue however that the experimentation of identity online, where individuals may pretend to be someone else can support and foster identity development. This ties in with Goffman’s (1959) proposal that identity formation involves an element of role-playing allowing individuals to control how they are seen by others (Greenhow & Robelia, 2009). 
1.1.2 Connectedness
Social connectedness describes an individual’s relationships and the sense of connectedness and belonging they experience with others (Valkenburg & Peter, 2009). Connectedness is considered to be linked to positive psychological outcomes with lower levels being associated with depression, anxiety and lower self-esteem (Lee & Robbins, 1998). 
Social identity theory, developed by Tajfel & Turner (1979), considers that the development of an individual’s identity and sense of self is based on their membership of certain societal groups, which allows the experience of a sense of belonging and connectedness. This is evident within adolescent behaviour, with young people often experiencing the process of identity formation through their connectedness to a particular peer group (Durkin, 1995). It is also considered that individuals will assess the worth of their own group (in-group) by making comparisons with others (out-groups) and that if the in-group is considered to be superior this can have a positive impact on an individual’s self-esteem (Brown, 2000). 
Debate exists with regards to the impact of internet use on the development of social connectedness and belonging (Mazalin & Moore, 2004) and a number of hypotheses relating to this have been suggested. Lee (2009) describes these including the displacement hypothesis, which proposes that the internet will have a negative impact on social interaction and connectedness due to time online replacing time spent in face-to-face interactions and relationships. Alternatively, the increase hypothesis suggests that internet use can increase social interaction and the development and maintenance of social connectedness by maintaining existing relationships and providing opportunities to develop new ones (Lee, 2009). 
The increase hypothesis was subsequently developed to include the rich-get-richer and social compensation hypotheses which differ in relation to how they propose that the internet can aid social connectedness. The rich-get-richer hypothesis claims that internet use can provide positive social and psychological outcomes for individuals considered to already have good social skills and networks offline. Authors comment however that when online relationships are used as a substitute for offline social networks this can result in increased loneliness and depression (Kraut, Patterson, Lundmark, Kiesler, Mukopadhyay, & Scherlis, 1998). In comparison, the social compensation hypothesis considers that the internet may be particularly beneficial for socially anxious and isolated individuals, allowing them to develop online connections to compensate for their lack of offline network (Lee, 2009).
1.1.3 Competence and Learning
The use of the internet as a way of learning and developing competences has also been considered (Gray, 2004; Greenhow & Robelia, 2009; Lenhart et al., 2001). Social learning theory, developed by Bandura and Walters (1963), has been highly influential within the literature. This theory describes the way individuals learn and modify their behaviour by making sense of their social experience, for example by modelling others (Grusec, 1992; Durkin, 1995). Research has also highlighted that particular groups may learn in different ways. Developmental theorists would argue for example that children at different ages require different types of input to support their understanding (e.g. Piaget Stages of Development Theory, 1976). A similar situation is experienced when working with individuals with cognitive deficits, such as Intellectual Disability (ID) and Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). This group can benefit from a range of additional supports, such as visual aids, to improve their understanding of spoken language or environmental stimuli (Dettmer, Simpson, Myles & Ganz, 2000; Thiemann & Goldstein, 2001; Witzel, Mercer & Miller, 2003).
Caplan (1980; cited in Griffin, Scheier, Botvin & Diaz, 2001) describes competence as an individual’s ability to overcome problems encountered in life by means of their cognitive and social skills. Competence is also thought to be linked to psychological well-being (Griffin et al., 2001; Holopainen, Lappalainen, Junttila & Savolainen, 2012) and is considered particularly important in this regard due to its role in the development of self-esteem. Self-esteem was defined by Branden (2001) as the evaluation of an individual’s competence and self-worth (Mruk, 2006). The Meaning-Based, Two-Factor Model of Self-Esteem considers that a global level of self-esteem is developed during middle childhood and adolescence partly due to the acquisition of competence (Mruk, 2006).
The internet has been considered a potential forum for allowing young people to learn and develop competence (Greenhow & Robelia, 2009; Lenhart et al., 2001). It is now common place for learning to take place online. Lenhart et al. (2001) surveyed 754 young people, aged 12-17 years, and found that 94% of the group reported using the internet to support their school work and 78% reported finding the internet helpful in this way. The internet has also been considered to benefit individuals who may otherwise find a face-to-face learning environment difficult resulting in them avoiding this, such as people who experience anxiety or have communication difficulties (McKenzie & Murray, 2011).
	Social competence has also been considered a possible benefit of internet use, although debate regarding this continues (Valkenburg & Peter, 2008). Social competence describes the ability to develop and maintain successful peer relationships and positive social outcomes (Ladd, 1999) and has been shown in the literature to be linked to psychological well-being (Holoapainen et al., 2012).
1.2 Additional Support Needs (ASN)
The term Additional Support Needs (ASN) describes a group of individuals who require additional support to benefit from school education (The Scottish Government, 2004). Special Educational Needs (SEN) (Education Act, 1996) is a term also sometimes used to describe this group, who may experience difficulties including Autistic Spectrum Disorders (ASD), Intellectual Disabilities (ID), mental health problems, social, emotional and behavioural problems and specific or more general learning difficulties such as global developmental delay and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Del-Manso et al., 2011; The Highland Council, 2012). The number of young people in UK schools with some form of additional need was reported to be 1.7 million in 2001 (Department of Health, 2001) with some figures indicated that up to 20% of young people have additional learning needs in school (Westwood, 2011).
A range of difficulties are experienced by young people with ASN which can disrupt the development of identity, competence and a sense of connectedness and belonging, elements important for psychological health and well-being. Young people with ADHD, a sub-group of the ASN population, can experience particular difficulties in relation to identity development considered to be a result of their experience of shame and the unhelpful messages they are likely to receive from others (Cantor, 2013). The ASN group can also experience a range of learning and cognitive deficits such as attention and processing speed problems which may have an impact on their ability to learn and their resultant academic performance (Hasselbring & Glaser, 2000; Johnson, Hennessy, Smith, Trickic, Wolke, & Marlow, 2009; Mayes & Calhoun, 2004; Snell, Luckasson, Borthwick-Duffy, Bradley, Buntinx, Coulter &Yeager, 2009). As a result young people with ASN may be less competent in certain skills in comparison to others without ASN (Johnson et al., 2009; Mayes & Calhoun, 2004; Shanahan, Pennington, Yerys. Scott, Boada, Willcutt, Olson, & Defries, 2006). In addition social skills difficulties and problems developing reciprocal relationships are common in this population, particularly for young people on the Autistic Spectrum (APA, 2000; Bellini, 2004; Carr, 2006). Some findings have also indicated certain ASN groups may be less well liked by peers (Vaughn, Elbaum & Schumm, 1996). As a result, individuals may be less able to successfully develop a social network and sense of connectedness to others. 
The opportunity to use the internet to counter some of the difficulties young people with ASN experience in their offline environment may therefore be of benefit. The internet may provide, for example, an online learning forum where the young person can take more time to process information presented before forming a response, something asynchronous communication on the internet allows for (McKenzie & Murray, 2011). The internet may also be helpful for individuals with ASN who can experience heightened anxiety in comparison to the general population, such as the ASD population who often experience co-morbid anxiety (e.g. Bellini, 2004). McKenzie and Murray (2011) comment that individuals with particular difficulties, including anxiety, may find it easier and less threatening to participate in online learning.  
	Research has been conducted with some sub-groups of the ASN population included in The Highland Practice Model (The Highland Council, 2012), such as Intellectual Disabilities (ID), which may be applicable for other ASN groups, and therefore important to consider. People with ASN have been shown to experience stigmatisation (Children in Scotland, 2007; Paterson, McKenzie & Lindsay, 2011; Shtayermman, 2009), which may have a negative impact on psychological well being, feelings of connectedness and sense of self (Biordi & Nicholson, 2013; Dagnan & Waring, 2004; Paterson et al., 2011). It may be that such issues can be countered by young people with ASN making use of the internet. Research with individuals with ID highlighted that internet use allowed the development of a range of skills including cognitive, social and communication abilities. Internet use may also offer greater opportunity for this group to participate within a wider social community (Hacker, 2005). However this has not yet been explored with other ASN sub-groups to date.
1.3 Rationale for Current Study
Given the importance of positive identity formation, competence and social connectedness for psychological well-being, and the potential role of the internet in facilitating this, the present study aimed to investigate how young people with ASN make use of the internet and how this might contribute to their development in these three areas.
Young people who fell into the Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Moderate Learning Difficulties (MLD) and Social, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (SEB) categories, as documented in The Highland Practice Model (2012), were included in the current study. This sub-group of the ASN population were considered particularly important to consider due to their experienced difficulties ‘off-line’ such as developing and sustaining reciprocal peer relationships (APA, 2000; Bellini, 2004; Carr, 2006). This group are also considered particularly vulnerable as a result of cognitive deficits such as the generalising of coping skills and impulsivity (APA, 2000; Fuster, 2002; Mayes & Calhoun; Carr, 2006). Further to this, teaching staff did not distinguish between individuals falling within each of the three categories described above. Instead, these young people were considered to be unified as a result of a common set of uses and challenges related to their online behaviour.  
The following research questions were developed:
1.	How are young people with ASN making use of the internet?
2.	Is the internet a platform for positive identity development in this population? 
3.	Is the internet a platform for the development of a sense of belonging and connectedness in this population?
4.	How able are this population to make use of the internet to develop in these ways?
2. Method
2.1 Study Design
The current study was qualitative in design employing the use of Ritchie & Spencer’s (1994) Framework Analysis to analyse transcribed data collected from six focus groups. 
2.2 Researcher Background
It is considered important within qualitative research for researchers to make explicit their experience and views which may have an impact on their interpretation of findings (Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999). The first author had experience working with young people and adults with a range of difficulties including ASD and learning disability, all falling within the ASN group. Her interest in the psychological impact of the internet in this population developed following experience that individuals with ASN were using the internet in ways that may benefit them. Some individuals had developed a particular skill on the computer, for example, despite experiencing significant deficits in other areas of functioning. Certain individuals were also known within the service/group for their particular computing and online skills. Such experience highlighted the potential for computers and internet use to allow individuals to develop a sense of competence in a particular area and allow them to feel good about themselves. 
2.3 Ethical Approval and Informed Consent
Informed consent was obtained from participants and their parents (or guardians) following receipt of ethical approval from the first author’s educational institution and acting head of the local education department. 
2.4 Participants
The study recruited 36 adolescent participants (29 male; 7 female) aged between 13 and 18 years with all having some form of ASN. Six focus groups were run in total with between 4 and 8 individuals in each. Inclusion and exclusion criteria for the focus groups are presented here. Participants were required to meet all three inclusion criteria: 
1.	Aged between 13 and 18
2.	Considered to have ASN and fell within at least one of three of the categories within the Stages of Intervention Framework as reason for ASN, taken from the Highland Practice Model (The Highland Council, 2012): 
a.	Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
b.	Other Moderate Learning Difficulty (MLD) 
c.	Social, Emotional and Behavioural difficulties (SEB)
3.	Provided with additional support in school e.g. working in a small group out with class or 1:1 support, a modified timetable or time out of class.
Potential participants were excluded from the current study if they met either of the two criteria described below:
1.	Inability to contribute meaningfully to the group discussion as a result of severe social and communication difficulties, which have been considered to prevent participants from fully engaging (Hoole & Morgan, 2010), as judged by a teacher familiar with the ability of potential participants
2.	Meeting the criteria for The Highland Practice Model (The Highland Council, 2012) category of Dyslexia alone.
Group demographics are reported in Table 3. Reason for ASN was unavailable for one female participant in group six. Section 1.3 provides the rationale for the inclusion of young people with Moderate Learning Difficulties (MLD), Social, Emotional and Behavioural difficulties (SEB) and Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). The final sample included young people with a range of diagnoses such as ADHD, ASD, unspecified learning difficulties and global developmental delay.

Table 3. Demographic information for participants in each focus group and overall.
Group	Sex (no.)	Age	Reason for ASN (no.)
	M	F	Range (M​[1]​, SD)	ASD	MLD	SEB
1	7	1	14-17(M = 15.75, SD = 1.28)	3	5	
2	4	2	14-16(M = 14.67, SD = 0.82)	2	4	
3	7	0	13-17(M = 15.43, SD = 1.72)	5	2	
4	4	2	14-16(M = 15, SD = 0.63)	1	4	1
5	4	0	15-17(M = 16.25, SD = 0.96)	3	1	
6	3	2	13-17(M = 14.6, SD = 0.89)		4	
Total	29	7	13-17 (M = 15.28, SD = 1.21)	14	20	1

2.5 Procedure
All secondary schools within a Scottish local authority area were contacted and invited to participate. Those expressing an interest were subsequently provided with both verbal and written information regarding the project, followed by meetings with staff members. Potential participants were identified by teachers based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria described above.  The first author visited interested schools and met with the young people to provide further information about the groups and to answer questions. 
The participants and their parents/guardians received an information sheet about the project and consent forms. Both consent forms were required to be completed and returned before the participants could be included in the study. Two versions of the information sheet and consent forms were created, one a simplified version of the other, to help participants access and understand the information.
Six schools took part in the study. One focus group was run in each. Each group involved two periods of discussion (up to 45 minutes) broken up by a 15-minute break at the halfway point. Time was also available at the end (approximately 15 minutes) for de-briefing and questions. The discussion followed a focus group guide, in a topic guide format (Arthur & Nazroo, 2003). See Appendix A. This guide encouraged participants to talk about their internet use, the associated advantages, related risks and the effects of the internet, including its psychological impact on the ASN population. The discussions were digitally recorded. 
2.6 Data Analysis
The recordings were transcribed and analysed using Framework Analysis (Ritchie & Spencer, 1994). This involved a number of stages including familiarisation, which involved becoming immersed in the data and was achieved by listening to recordings and reading over transcriptions and field notes. Subsequently the analysis involved the development of initial themes, the identification of links between the main emerging themes and grouping of these to develop a thematic framework or Index (Rabiee, 2004). The first half of the data set (three groups) was used to develop the initial framework (Index), which was then applied in a systematic way to the remainder of the data set, in a process called Indexing. Some amendments to themes occurred during this process. Finally, the data were summarised, synthesised and interpreted, providing an overview of the findings (Ritchie, Spencer & O’Connor, 2003).
2.7 Ensuring Quality of Analysis
The quality of the analysis was ensured by adopting considerations and guidelines proposed in the literature (Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999; Yardley, 2000). These included making the researcher’s background and interest in the area available to the reader, data being independently rated by supervisors, and field notes and a reflective log of the research process being kept as an audit trail (Rabiee, 2004; Kidd & Parshall, 2000).
3. Results
Two main themes were identified in the analysis: ‘Identity and Connectedness’ and ‘Issues relating to Risk’. Due to the volume of data gathered, only the first of these, ‘Identity and Connectedness’ is documented in detail within the current article. A summary of the findings of the second theme, and consideration of how these may link to the current article’s results, is included in the discussion section. 
The overall theme ‘Identity and Connectedness’ encompassed three sub-themes:
a.	Implicit belonging
b.	Explicit belonging
c.	Developing competence
A visual representation of the over-arching theme and corresponding sub-themes can be seen in Figure 2.
3.1 Implicit Belonging; being a ‘Normal’ Adolescent Online 
This sub-theme reflected discussions relating to the use of the internet for a range of ‘normal’ online activity for adolescents, which identified the participants’ sense of belonging to the same group as their non-disabled peers:
	Group 6: “Just the usual”
Activities described included the routine use of online resources to support learning, which was referred to in five out of the six focus groups, for example with exam preparation:
Group 6: “I’m doing exams and was looking for Geography videos”
And helping with homework tasks:
Group 3: “I just go on like archives and stuff”
Group 4: “If I really can’t be bothered looking in kind of textbooks…you can go on the internet and look at an example”
Group members also talked about making use of the internet as a means of entertainment. This included using the internet to play games, both individually and with other online users, to watch videos on Youtube or TV programmes on catch-up type sites and as a means of talking with friends on social networking websites:
Group 2: “I… using the Youtube…I listen to like a Rangers songs and stuff”
Group 5: “We go on Facebook and we like play like on certain games”
Participants also turned to the internet for something to do when bored: 
	Group 3:“Or for the sake of having nothing else to do”
Group 6: "One of the things like some people like they go on...Facebook if they're bored and then they'll scroll through things for five minutes and get bored and go off it then five minutes later they're bored of doing nothing"
In addition, one group member mentioned the importance of the internet to him as he lives in a very rural area:
Group 4: "I spend most of my time either powerboat sailing...or on the internet, I live in the middle of nowhere...it's practically my life" 
In addition, discussion within five of the focus groups identified the use of the internet as a means of coping by the group members, who described feeling more able to talk about sensitive issues online:
Group 3: “You can talk more personal…because no one is around you” 
Group 4: “You can chat to them [friends] about private things”
3.2 Explicit belonging; developing a sense of identity and connectedness through online activity, socialisation and a community of practice 
This sub-theme, common to all of the focus groups, related to the young people with Additional Support Needs (ASN) developing a personal identity and a feeling of connectedness within a social group online. This appeared to occur through both online socialisation and online activity and experience, although the participants also identified a number of difficulties and barriers to developing a sense of identity and connectedness via their use of the internet.
The internet allowed group members to remain connected to others, including those who they also interacted with face to face: 
Group 3: “I’ve got people [friends online] from work”
Group 5: "I just usually go on social networking sites…Facebook…and windows live messenger" 
As well as friends and family who may live far away:
	Group 3:“I use it for Skype talk to my Dad”
	Group 4: “I’ve got people [friends online] from Germany”
In addition, one focus group discussed the use of online socialisation as a way of keeping up-to-date with other people and knowing about the current state of their social group, which is likely to be linked to young people feeling connected to, and a part of, a particular group.
Group 4: “You can see who they are going out with
Group 4: “Get the gossip”
Group discussion in four of the six focus groups also highlighted the use of the internet as a way for young people with ASN to potentially build a social network:
Group 2: “On XBOX live you get to do an XBOX live party and you speak to other people randomly from all over the world while playing it with you”
	Group 6: “And then you can meet a lot of friends”
The data also identified the development of a sense of personal identity and connectedness within a social group via online activity and experience.  Some group discussion focussed on the use of particular equipment or engagement in certain online activity, which may allow individuals to feel a sense of connectedness with others:
Group 3: “I might get a Twitter account cause a lot of friends are on Twitter”
Group 6: “Well some sites like the pages that say a band puts up you can talk with other fans you’re not actually friends with them but you normally something you have in common you can talk”
	Group members described putting certain information on their social network profile pages that was inaccurate, perhaps as a way of engaging in online role-play and impression management:
Group 3: “I put like fake jobs…and also colleges as well…I also said I’m the C.E.O of Alton Towers…I also went to Hogwarts…everyone puts that”
Feeling part of, and connectedness to, a particular group was also indicated by group members using social comparison in a friendly, joking way, by teasing other, for example about the particular computer games they played and games consoles they played on: 
Group 6: “Cause we [PS3 players] are we’re just better”
Some group members asked others for information and clarification about what was being discussed. As a result, other group members then often provided information or examples of their own experience. Knowledge of the internet was thus used as an indicator of belonging:
	Group 1: “Even ***** knows a webcam is cause he talks to me”
Related to this, the analysis indicated that some individuals with ASN may be excluded from this sense of belonging because they do not engage in certain online activities:
Group 6: “I don’t play Mass Effect I more likely play…”
“Mario?” (joking/laughing)
“No…I play Halo…”
Here a participant in group 2 tries to confirm his friendship despite not engaging with a particular social networking site:
Group 2:“***** you and me are good friends even though we don’t even though I don’t have Facebook?”
In other cases, individuals may feel excluded because they do not understand the topics being discussed or online ‘jargon’ that is being used:
Group 3: “I’m confused…they’re confusing me”
Group 6:“Everything is more complicated I just want simple”
Or may find it difficult to keep up with what is being discussed:
	Group 6: “Oh I was just going to say da da da da da da one at a time please”
3.3 Developing competence: both in the acquisition of knowledge and skills and with regards to a sense of self and independence
All of the focus groups involved some discussion of the ways in which use of the internet contributed to the development of competence. This development occurred in both the actual level of knowledge and skill of the young people, and also in relation to a development of their sense of self-competence and independence. This covered a range of skills including budgeting and getting value for money:
Group 1: “I need to check my money”
Group 4: “Like if I’m buying something I always look at it on Youtube and see what other people have said about it”
And skills that may have impacted positively on how they felt about themselves:
Group 3: “I’m amazing at racing games”
	Group 5: “I have a Pod Cast”
Group 6: “I do my own videos…yeah I do guitar teaching…each one has about 60000 views”
Finally, the ability of some group members to provide information and clarification to aid the understanding of others was considered to promote these group members’ own senses of competence: 
Group 5: "My mum's now got Facebook you know how she looks after me well I kinda look after her...and she's she's saying what do I do here? What, how do I add people?" 
Here, one individual in group 6 explained to another group member how he can avoid difficult situations on Facebook but not accepting friend requests from people he doesn’t know:
Group 6: “That's why you don't accept them unless you know them”




Figure 2. Development of Theme 1 following framework analysis of the data








	



















4. Discussion
The current study found that focus group members are using the internet in ways that may support their development of identity, social connectedness and competence. Development in these three areas appeared to be the outcome of participants simply using the internet (implicit belonging), in the same way as other young people have been documented to do (Ólafsson et al., 2013). In addition, the included young people with ASN were found to be actively engaging in activities with development of identity, connectedness and competence as possible goals of this behaviour (explicit belonging). Online behaviour resulting in the development of competence, linked to developing specific skills as well as a sense of self-competence, was also evidenced within the results. 
Due to research indicating a link between the development of identity, social connectedness and competences with positive psychological outcomes (Eccles, 1999; Cantor, 2013; Lee & Robbins, 1998; Griffin et al., 2001; Holoapainen et al., 2012) it is considered that the current findings suggest that internet use may have a positive impact on psychological well-being in the ASN group included.
4.1 Positive Impact of the Internet
With regards to the implicit belonging sub-theme, group members described doing the ‘usual’, expected activities including studying and learning, gaming for entertainment and chatting with online contacts. It was considered that this highlighted young people with ASN acting in the same, ‘normal’ way as other teenagers, with group member’s sense of identity, social connectedness to others and competence developing almost as a by-product. 
	The importance of leading ‘an ordinary life’ has been emphasised in a number of policy documents relating to a subset of people with ASN, people with Intellectual Disabilities (ID) and is considered to impact positively on an individual’s psychological well-being (Department of Health, 2001; Department of Health, 2010; Towell, 2012). It is possible that this sense of being accepted, viewed as valued members of society and leading a normal life, contributes to a feeling of connectedness and positive identity shown to be linked to desirable mental health outcomes (Lee & Robbins, 1998; Bernat & Resnick, 2009) and is equally important for young people falling within other ASN categories, including those recruited in the current study. 
Further to the implicit belonging findings, young people in the current study were also shown to engage in activities and behaviours perhaps as a way of explicitly developing a sense of identity, competence and social connectedness through their online practice and experience (explicit belonging). Group members described using the internet to speak to friends and family, keep up with the gossip and meet new people, therefore developing and maintaining their social network and sense of connectedness. One young person also mentioned their intent to start using additional websites because friends did. Group discussion also showed the young people with ASN perceiving themselves to be members of a particular group, linked to the type of games console they used, with some evidence of between-group rivalry evident. 
These findings suggest that the study participants may be using the internet to build social ties to others online, which can impact positively on their psychological well-being (Bond et al., 2007; Lee & Robbins, 1998). As has been described, individuals with ASN may have less opportunity to build social networks in their offline environments and experience poorer social skills than others without ASN (APA, 2000; Bellini, 2004; Carr, 2006). Further to this, previous research has indicated that online activity can allow people who may otherwise find interaction difficult as a result of communication difficulties or experience anxiety to engage more fully (McKenzie & Murray, 2011). The ASN population can present with both communication difficulties and co-morbid anxiety (APA, 2000; Bellini, 2004; Westwood, 2011). As a result, it may be that the internet provides a helpful forum on which the young people with ASN included in the current study can build a social network, for example allowing them to communicate with new people through an online game. 
The results may also be linked to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), as highlighted in section 1.1.2 that describes individuals using their affiliation with a particular group to promote their own self-esteem by perceiving their group (in-group) more positively than others (out-group) (Mullen, Brown & Smith, 1992; Brown, 2000). The current findings indicate that the young people with ASN included in the research may be using the internet in a similar way, as evidenced by the joking rivalry present between individuals who use different games consoles. 
Goffman (1959; cited in Greenhow & Robelia, 2009) proposed that identity formation can involve an element of role-playing and impression management by individuals, where people change how they act as a way of controlling how they are perceived by others. This is important to consider with regards to identity development on the internet as online interaction may allow easier facilitation of impression management than in face-to-face interactions (Chester & Bretherton, 2007). Group members described engaging in role-play and identity management within their online activity, such as putting ‘fake jobs’ on their social network profile pages. Due to individuals with ASN often experiencing stigmatisation and the potential negative impact this may have on identity development (Children in Scotland, 2007; Paterson et al., 2011; Shtayermman, 2009; Biordi & Nicholson, 2013; Dagnan & Waring, 2004). Use of the internet may be of particular benefit to this group, allowing them to put across their positive attributes, with less focus being placed on the areas in which they experience difficulty.  
The development of competence online within the group of young people included in the current study may be of particular clinical relevance due to the impact an individual’s evaluation of their own competence can have on levels of self-esteem (Mruk, 2006). Young people with ASN may be at greater risk of low self-esteem than others without ASN due to their general offline experience, within education for example, of being seen as less competent than their peers (Hasselbring & Glaser, 2000; Johnson et al., 2009; Mayes & Calhoun, 2007; Shanahan et al., 2006). The documented results highlighted the development of particular skills by group members, possibly a direct result of their internet use, such as being skilled in certain online games and making use of online banking facilities. In addition, group members described what may be considered a development of their own sense of self-competence, by describing their ability to show other people, including parents, how to navigate and use the internet. This was also demonstrated within the group with some individuals explaining things about internet use to others. Such experience may be beneficial for a group generally considered less competent in comparison to others supporting them to develop a sense of competence.
4.2 Possible Issues for the ASN Population
Possible difficulties experienced by young people with ASN were also highlighted which may impact on their ability to take full advantage of the internet as a way of developing competence, a sense of identity and social connectedness. These include some members of the focus groups describing experiencing confusion with regards to the use of the internet. This may link to the range of cognitive deficits known to be experienced by members of the ASN group including attention and concentration problems and heightened distractibility, for example in young people with ADHD (APA, 2000; Fuster, 2002; Mayes & Calhoun; Carr, 2006). One young person within the current study also commented that he would like the other group members to speak one-at-a-time, perhaps indicating cognitive deficits relating to processing speed and selective attention, also thought to be present in members of the ASN population (Carr, 2006; Mayes & Calhoun, 2004). As a result, it was considered that some group members may find it difficult to attend to information being presented in an online forum, for example if there are lots of sources of information, including auditory and visual stimuli, perhaps all being presented at the same time, from various sources. This may result in individuals with ASN being less able to make use of the internet to support the development of identity, competence and connectedness.
This ASN population are considered to exhibit problems making friends and maintaining a good social network offline, particularly individuals with ASD, one of the sub-groups included in the current study (APA, 2000; Bellini, 2004; Vaughn et al., 1996). It may be that such difficulties result in individuals adding people they don’t know online in an attempt to develop their social network, as discussed by some group members in the current study. Further research in this area may therefore help to clarify whether young people with ASN may actually be at risk of poorer psychological well-being by adding unknown individuals online, perhaps as a substitute for offline social relationships, as these behaviours are considered to have the potential to result in increased loneliness and depression as argued by the rich-get-richer hypothesis (Kraut et al., 2002).
	Online support for young people, particularly those with ASN who are generally less able than young people in the general population (Hasselbring & Glaser, 2000; Johnson et al., 2009; Mayes & Calhoun, 2007; Shanahan et al., 2006) is a further area requiring consideration. The current findings suggest that parents and guardians may often have poorer online skills than the children they support. This has also been noted in the literature (Department for Children, Schools & Families, 2008; Eastin, Greenberg & Hofschire, 2006). As a result, young people may have reduced opportunities to learn from the adults around them and to model appropriate behaviour, considered important within Social Learning Theory (Bandura & Walters, 1963) to develop the skills necessary to make the best use of the internet.
The issues discussed above indicate a need for additional investigation into the use of the internet by young people with ASN, and barriers that appear to exist impacting on their ability to develop identity, social connectedness and competence online.
4.3 Clinical Implications
The indication by some participants that they felt more comfortable and safe to talk openly via an online link may have implications for ways to improve clinical practice for this group. Research into the use of appropriately adapted online forums to provide support, counselling and as a way of delivering psychological therapies to this population may therefore be of particular benefit to young people with ASN who may find social interaction more difficult (APA, 2000; Bellini, 2004; Carr, 2006; Vaughn et al., 1996). Self-help materials and web-based information are available at present, including charity online resources (Mind (http://www.mind.org.uk/); Young Minds (http://www.youngminds.org.uk/)) however it will be important to consider how suitable and accessible these may be for individuals with a range of cognitive deficits, often present in the ASN population (Carr, 2006; Fuster, 2002; Mayes & Calhoun, 2004; Westwood, 2011).  The implications of this research may also suggest that the internet, while bringing with it some risks, has the potential to benefit young people with ASN and help provide a sense of identity and connectedness with others that will foster psychological development and well being and overcome some of the isolation and potential stigma experienced by this group of young people. From a clinical perspective it may therefore be a positive and protective factor in their lives. 
4.4 Strengths and Limitations
To our knowledge, this is one of the first studies considering the development of identity, social connectedness and competence within the ASN population via the internet and the implications such findings may have for the psychological well-being of this group. While there has been considerable research investment in understanding the benefits and risks of technological change on young people’s practices, this is one of the few studies to consider these in the context of young people with ASN. This is of particular interest as it challenges some of the assumptions that might be made about Internet behaviour with this group of young people but more importantly it opens possibilities for future research into the promotion of resilience and well being through online social connectedness. 
A possible limitation may have been the digital recording of group discussions as it was noted that some participants may have been put off by the recording apparatus used. Despite all participants having been made aware of the need to record the sessions and it being made explicit that recordings would remain confidential and securely stored, this may have resulted in group members feeling less open to discuss particular issues, having an impact on the results obtained. 
The heterogeneity of the ASN population may also be a possible limitation as level of ability and difficulties experienced by this population is varied (Hasselbring & Glaser, 2000; The Scottish Government, 2012). Despite this, the inclusion of only three of the ASN groups in the Highland Practice Model (The Highland Council, 2012) attempted to control for this as much as possible by recruiting individuals reported to experience similar difficulties.  
A further limitation relating to the recruited sample may be that more male than female participants were included over all, and one focus group consisted of only male participants. Further investigation with female participants falling within the ASN group may therefore be of benefit to consider potential differences with regards to the process of identity development, social connectedness and competence between males and females.
4.5 Conclusion
The current findings suggest that the young people with ASN included in the current study are making use of the internet in the same ways as adolescents in the general population. Online practice in this group appears to allow the young people to engage in activities which support the development of identity, competence and a sense of connectedness and belonging within a social network. All of these factors are considered essential to healthy development and psychological well-being, indicating the potential for internet use to have a positive psychological impact on this population. Variation in the level of ability within the ASN group, and the impact this may have on their ability to use the internet to develop identity, connectedness and competence have also been highlighted however. It is therefore essential that appropriate support be made available to ensure that young people with ASN have the opportunity to make best use of what the internet has to offer. 
4.6 Overall Findings: Link to theme of ‘Risk and safety’.
Findings discussed above must be interpreted in conjunction with those reported in the second theme identified within this study: Risk and Safety. These findings, indicated that the young people with ASN in the sample demonstrated an awareness of online risks and used strategies to deal with these, however some young people actually sought out risky situations while others seemed limited in their understanding of them. The ability of participants to be aware of, and successfully manage online risks differed across the groups. Supervision of online activity was found to vary with regards to both its frequency and success. 
	When considering both of these themes, it would appear that young people with ASN can benefit and develop from their internet use, in ways similar to the general population. They remain at risk however when using the internet and have been shown to experience difficulties managing such risks. Issues of monitoring and supervision of online activity, the range of cognitive ability within the population included and additional social pressures were highlighted as impacting on the safe and effective use of the internet for this population. These findings identify the need for additional research and input with regards to how to ensure the safety of young people with ASN whilst allowing them to make use of the valuable resources available on the internet.
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Appendix A: Focus Group Guide
Focus group guide: First half of group (45 minutes)

1)	Use of computer (15 minutes)

Do you use a computer?
What do you use a computer for? (Internet? Online?)
When/Where do you use a computer/go on the internet?
Who knows when you are on the internet?
Are there other ways you can be online/on the internet?

2)	Friends/relationships (15 minutes)

What are friends?
Who are your friends?
How do you know them?
Do you have friends on the internet?
What do you do/talk about with your friends on the internet?
Are your friends on the internet the same as your other friends?

3)	Bad things about the internet (15 minutes)

Are there any bad things/dangers about the internet? 
What are they?
Why are they bad?
Are there things that are not ok for people to do/to happen on the internet?
What effect can these things have?
How might they make the person feel?

Break
Second half of group (45 minutes)

Re-cap point 3) bad things about the internet (10 minutes)

4)	Staying safe on the internet (20 minutes)

What can you/young people do to stay safe/look after your/themselves on the internet?
What can you do to stop bad things happening on the internet?
If something on the internet makes you feel…what can you do?
Who can you talk to/ask about staying safe on the internet? Who can help you?
Are there things that your parents/teachers tell you to do to stay safe on the internet?
What would you do if something bad happened on the internet? 
What would you tell your friend to do to stay safe on the internet?

5)	Good things about the internet (15 minutes)

Are there good things about the internet/being online?
What are they?
Why are they good?
How can the internet help you?
 

ANALYSIS OF RAW DATA

Developing a sense of own competence, sense of self and level of independence

Feeling connected and developing a sense of identity through online activity and experience

Feeling connected and developing a sense of identity through online socialisation

Learning and developing skills and knowledge online

Using the internet as a way of coping

Using the internet for entertainment

Using the internet for learning

Sub-theme 3: Developing competence both in the acquisition of knowledge and skills and with regards to a sense of self and independence

Sub-theme 2: Explicit belonging; developing a sense of identity and connectedness through online activity, socialisation and a community of practice

Sub-theme 1: Implicit belonging; being a ‘normal’ adolescent online

THEME 1:
Identity Formation and the Development of a Sense of Connectedness



^1	  Mean (M), Standard Deviation (SD)
